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IN SEARCH OF COMMITMENTS
AN ANALYSIS OF POLITICAL PARTY MANIFESTOS

Its election time again. As six million residents of Karnataka prepare for their next government, the campaigning does not seem to be as loud and brazen as before, thanks to the strict guidelines laid down by the election commission. These elections are happening at a very crucial time. The depth, magnitude and the speed of transformation in India today is unprecedented in its own history. This is a time for a pragmatic reflection on the real impact of this transformation on our society and to decide on the future course of this great country. Though we are on the verge of a double digit growth, social indices in the country like abject poverty, maternal mortality rates etc. are comparable to poor African countries. Health, education and other public services have further deteriorated. Tanks and rivers have been encroached upon and are made to go dry. Lack of future orientation and indiscriminate mining practices are denuding our natural resources for ever. 
Our fundamental dignity to life is constantly under attack. The sovereignty of people is undermined in all ways possible. There is a situation when justice evades the most marginalised Social equity and equality have become much used, but meaningless clichés no recourse is in sight.  

We, the people of this country are quickly losing our sovereignty to make our decisions. Our states are in massive debt and more vulnerable to foreign influence than ever before. Our politicians and bureaucrats are mere posturing in the name of democracy. In the midst of this all, ordinary citizens and concerned Individuals are rendered helpless. 

In the name of globalization, our states have succumbed to international pressure even in the realm of policy making. We are told that India does not have the capacity to even make our own plans and policies. GOKs decision to hand over the responsibility of planning for the state during the 11th five year plan to Price Water House Coopers; a UK based private consultant is a case in point of this regressive mindset.  Many such self-defeating programs are being forcibly influenced through conditional loans from international banks like the ADB and the World Bank and on enquiry, it is known that our senior elected representatives are not fully aware of the implications of their implicit or tacit support to these developments. 

Major decisions on issues as fundamental as land, public services etc are being made without public knowledge or discussions in the legislative assembly. Laws and rules that affect our everyday life such as the Karnataka Municipalities Act are being amended to allow multinational players take on the responsibilities of the state and to decide on how we live our individual lives. 
But are our political parties and their candidates aware of these situations; are they any better this time over? We are informed through newspapers that many of them surely are well endowed with immense wealth. A Candidate in a Bangalore urban constituency, a land developer has submitted to owning assets and wealth worth 350 Crores. In Bellary the hotbed for iron and bauxite mining, candidates are worth many times that. Their mining opulence put their Bangalore colleagues to shame. Land developers, mining contractors, film producers, industrialists are all in the fray. Each mainstream political party can claim almost an equal number of such candidates to their credit. Are parties resigned to the assumption that the affairs of the state can be best managed by such individuals? It seems that the very individuals who are the cause for our desperate situation today are aspiring to lead us to the future. Any which way you look, it is like making the vampire in charge of the blood bank. 
Do we have any hope? Manifestos are a good source of what the parties stand for and what they promise to do if they are elected.  

This exercise is to analyse if these manifestos are well informed and address the fundamental issues faced by our society. Manifestos of five main political parties are being analysed by a panel of experienced citizens from various sectors. 
The individuals and organisations involved in this exercise have also been facilitating partners such as representatives of urban poor, members of gram Panchayats, children,  women, migrant communities and civil society groups to state the issues they wish to place on the political agenda – sadly most of their concerns go unnoticed in the political manifestos. 

The analysis was carried out with special emphasis on five major areas of key concern to the State.  
· Governance

· Democracy and decentralisation

· Environment

· Human Rights

· Communalism

During this exercise, it was easier said than done to separate the words in the manifestos from the past history of the parties in question. For example, one of the parties which profess great support to political decentralisation has in the past attempted to usurp the power of the local governments, yet another which highlights ‘peace’ as its credo has very violent actions linked to its name. However, here the attempt was to review the commitments being made to citizens and to gauge the larger picture that is reflected in these manifestos. 
In all the manifestos, there is a deliberate attempt to ignore the key issues that are the root cause of the multitude problems that we face as a State. Most ills of the society are being wished away through loan waivers and ‘free gifts’ to the most marginalised – these make a mockery of democracy. There is a strong move towards arriving at ‘efficient basic service delivery’ through privatisation – yet another magic wand that dis-empowers the state and its citizens. The direction that is evident from the review of the manifestos of the main contenders in the Karnataka State Elections 2008 – creates a dismal picture that should not only alarm us – but should spur us to greater action to collectively act and respond as citizens, as holders of rights, not passive beneficiaries. 
	Governance

· Sovereign decision making

· Influence of foreign financial institutions and international development departments of Foreign states

· Accountable to people

· Transparency

· Corruption

· Effective implementation of programs

· Access and generation of appropriate funds to meet the fundamental rights of the citizens

· State as a profit making entity  


	Fundamental Issues
· Increased influence by unaccountable international entities

· Anti – people amendments to fundamental laws 

· Increasing gap between the rich and the poor

· Opaque and unresponsive bureaucracy 

· Corruption

· Debt

· Dilution of constitutional provisions and obligations of state

· Commodification of public services 

· Privatisation of Governance and administration


	Manifestos
· Continued subservience to IFIs.

· Implementation of Projects influenced by IFIs

· No roadmap to improve quality of governance

· No mention of pro-poor or an inclusive growth

· No mention of governance that will address the widening gap between the rich and the poor and work towards an equitable growth 

· Continued KUWASIP and NURM in their present form will permanently destabilize governance structures

· Privatisation of public services. Overwhelming belief in wholesale privatization
· No move on strengthening constitutional obligations of the state

· Too general. Fundamental issues not addressed
· No clear indication on better implementation of Social security programs like NREGA 

· Reengineering bureaucracy (BJP) – unclear and dangerous.
· Proponents of Minimal state – an unsound theory with disastrous consequences for the society. 



	Democracy and decentralisation

· Public policies based on public opinion

· Decentralized decision making – the implementation of the 73rd and the 74th amendments in true spirit

· Constitutional obligations and Concept of minimal state 

· Privatization of public services

· Citizen’s participation

· Centralized decision making, decentralized indebtedness


	Fundamental Issues

· No respect for public opinion. Public policies evolved through undemocratic processes
· State Vulnerable to vested interest in the form of local elite and foreign capital including IFIs and private consultants
· Dwindling democratic space for ordinary citizens and masses

· Centralised decision making and total disregard for local legitimate decision making processes. Eg: Decisions on SEZs.
· Dilution of democracy through para statal bodies like KUIDFC
· Token community participation
· Lack of gender equity

· Disempowerment of local governance structure

· Rise of the super bureaucrats – World bank trained IAS officers in crucial posts in state administration 
	Manifesto
· No move to  institutionalize the process of evolving policies based on public opinion
· No analysis of the impact of vested interests on our sovereignty
· Proposals for centralized tribunals on issues of public services and bypassing local needs and opinion
· No response to reform processes that are negatively impacting the democratic fabric of the state
· Accelerated implementation of programs like NURM, KUWASIP and NKUSIP which have been formulated against people’s interest and opinion
· Redefining the concept of citizenship as customers 
· No response to  processes that shut off the poor and non propertied individuals from genuinely participating in governance mechanisms


	Environment

· Natural Resource Conservation and Management

· Climate Change

· Forest Management

· Water resources management

· Sustainable Development

· Land Use and Urban Environmental Planning

· Environmental Management Policy

· Environmental justice


	Fundamental Issues
· Indiscriminate mining – Iron, sand other resources
· Indiscriminate quarrying of granite 
· Loss of immense amount of revenue for the state due to adhoc private contractor ship
· Direct influence of the mining lobby on the state
· Depleting forest cover
· Wide scale, illegal felling of trees
· Depleting water resource due to lack of comprehensive water management and systematic encroachment on water sources like catchments areas, lakes and rivers
· Water and power privatisation 
· SEZs.on fertile land.
· Wide spread alienation of land from farmers
· No equitable access to resources like water
· More than half the population of the state without access to safe, steady drinking water, individual toilets or sanitation. 
· Over belief in the process of Urbanisation
· Sense of helplessness amongst people in the face of such overwhelming changes   
	Manifestos
· No comprehensive environmental analysis
· No holistic plan for the promotion of the environment 
· Private mine owners are themselves candidates for elections. This is a very negative trend
· Promotion of water and power privatization
· No response to fundamental issues of environment. A mere glossing over in the form of CNG vehicles and some parks in the capital city
· No response to the acute issue of indiscriminate mining, the mine owners lobby and the loss of state revenue.
· Contradicting promises on urbanisation 
 

	Communalism

· Active protection of minority rights

· Encouraging plurality and diversity

· Stern measures against communal forces

· Equal access and opportunities for citizens from all religions


	Fundamental issues
· Increasing incidents of communal violence

· Discrimination against minority groups
· Non participation or tokenistic participation of citizens and affect groups in policy matters
· Ghetto-isation of minorities

· Absurd social and economic status of minorities

· Criminalisation and Arbitrary arrests of Muslims
· The use of the state machinery to victimize minorities 
	Manifestos
· No in depth analysis of the communal situation in the state
· No response to the increasing violence against minorities

· A general dependence on the recommendations of the Sachar committee report without defining the processes
· Reengineering of the bureaucracy (BJP), a dangerous proposal

· No long term proposals addressing the social and economic status of Muslims
· No attempts at promoting communal harmony
· Proposals to reiterate laws like TADA and POTA will further victimize minorities  


	Human Rights
· Right to life and livelihood
· Right against discrimination
· Ensuring women’s rights
· Ensuring children’s rights

· Ensuring justice and peace


	Fundamental Issues
· Large scale displacement of people

· Loss of livelihood

· Dilapidated social infrastructure

· Indiscriminate exploitation of Natural resources

· Privatisation of public services

· Housing crisis

· Violation of children’s rights and women’s rights
· Lack of Social Security

· Alienation of land

· Farmer’s suicides

· Increased domestic violence

· Continued discrimination of Dalits and Tribals

	Manifestos
· No in depth analysis of the real situation, of social poverty of various marginalised groups
· Hardly any reference to Right to Information Act and Social Audits
· Other than ‘education’ no reference to violation of children’s rights
· Loan waiver projected as solutions to most issues related to depravation.
· Lack of long term, systemic 
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